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ABSTEACT ^ r 

k isasic writlng^otirse fleiignad far college freshmen 
who do not score high enough on entrance esaminationa to qualify for* 
regular conposition couraea eiDphasi2es the positive aspects of a 
st^uflent's writing* The nongrafl^di coursi cohsists of four cciopoGentss* 
Journal writing^ grammar instructien^ in^class paragraph^ sritingt and 
controlled cpaposition* The journals are^used to establiih rapport 
between students and the instrqctor^. instead of graaing tie entries^ 
th^ instructor writes comments about their content. Grammar , ' ' 
instructian involves a mastery learner method* ft test is afliaiGisterea 
after each unit; if a student achieves a 6ertain levelAthe nnit is 
considerefl completed and the ;tteBt one is begun* Students liho do not 
achieve mastery n\ist review the material with the instruttor and be 
retested* tte weekly paragrapha are reviewed in tutcrial\cpnf erences 
where the students r#ad their werlcs aloud atd the in ttrickor comments 
on them* If corrections are neefled, the instructor asks fop a 
rewrite. In the controlled cofflposition ccspcnent of the comme the 
students copy a laodel composition or rewrite it accciding to 
instructions* 5his exercise provides students with practice in the 
forms that give them the most trou hie and also teaches prcofreadlng. 
Through these techniques the course elinirates the negatives of 
grading and failure and presents the pcssiblliti cf error-^free 
writing. (PL) . 
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Accentuate the positive^ , ; 
Eliminate the negative^ 
Latch on to/the ^ affirmative ^ ^ 
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^ Don't mess i^lth-Mr. In-Between, ^ \ 

-The words of this old song make a good theme for basic wrtting, 
where^the emphasis must be on the positive 1f we are to achieve any 
success at all Students come into these courses knoitfing ^without a 
doubt that they can't write, they know it bedause^ t^hey've been told It 
repeatedly^ the last time' being when^ thsy were put into your counse: ■ ' \ 
"bone-head" English^ rerTiedlal writings or whateveV^ other stigmatic' 
appellation it's been gitfen. These students talk familiarly about 
their errors: "I see npw where I made my mistakes^" "I'm always getting 
my letters turned around^" "I can never keep those two words straight^' 
It seems'almost in vain that we talk to them not about mistakes , but 
about appropri ateness, for the level of usage*, and that for the most 
part thei r .writing 1s correct English usage. These are students who 
need a, lot of accentuating of the positive;' and this can* be done only 
'if we try, as much as possible^ to eUminate the negatives' in their 
writing experiences. * ^ , , ^ 
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' ;.^ "Our basic writing courses at: Illinois iStatt ijfifver^ 
*T:q col tege 'freshmen who do not score' ligh enough on entrance, exariilhati.qns. 
;to qualify them for,,the regular freshman compoM'tl on cqi^^ " 
advised (no#^^uired) to take b4ic writing vU..credit/^^ 
that. does not count' towards graduation,' My. thlnktng men 1. f irVt>;itar1ift(l 
te^cHi ng the course: was. that the" hon-gcadi ng was' uafai r to . the ,s tud^nj:s . , 
•who wer| advised into the coursej since thpy have to-put many npurs and 
fluite"^ bit- of effort ' into Vending up with "just a "credit'' #| the end 6f 
the eighteen weeks. .-I -would rational ize./Tt 'to ;ni^; stud|nt^ tfilljnp , 
them that the course would prepare them for fresimain compos -it Ion where , 
t-hey wQUl d get a. grade, arid it would be a better one. •! (iDn"t knoi*^^^^^ f 
what they, thought of th^t; they probably saw thrqugh it;' ^^^^^ ■': 

' : However j my thlnklrig has since changed. I. SNee the nnon-grad1^g \V' 
a benefit.", I don't need t(f. worry abo^ut trying- to teach everything at, 
' once--as we doMn most compos^ion c^asses--1ii order" to b^vng about ., 
better writing. ■ And nly students need only reach the C-level . They 
dpri:':t have\to tie concerned tha^ they're not maktng A' s . because there 
1s no such thing in this class. You may be th1nk1n| that. the olotlvatiori 
is nat thepe. either, and for some mIspTaced students it's not5^_but^r 
students v^ho need to take a course in basic writing, 1t takes moti vation / 
Just to ke^ their v^k at the C-leveV. So freedom from letter^^grades 
has these advantages: J have'atl semester to teach what I think needs/ 
to be covered, and we have eliminated one of the negatives-»l ow grades. 
My course in basic writin'g consists of the following componentsl 



1) Weekly in-class original paragrai^h writing, with a model, 
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2) \ControTled tqniposit1o,f>, at least once a weekp 
<j3) ^^u^nal Writingi three to four entries per we^fe, and 
\ . , 4) Grarnnar insjtrijction. 

It'Si iny intent 1^0 tal k 1n depth about the first twp, original and 
coRtroHed writing^ but Td like to mention the^econd two just brieflj^, 
. \ The journal writing Is not graded but I take up the Journals ^ 
once a week.^and read them v while the class li doing their in-class 
s writiHg^ iand 1 oiakq- comnients on thern. .^y eorranentS are no^ pf the 

inore /4n the nature of chatty replies to. the content 



\ corrective type 

W thte pag>6, ,r don't mark any errors 'uhle|| a, studfnt asks me-to.^ I 
^ find that the journals are a k^y factor ln establishing rapport ;^)etween 
Rie\and th;e students, ' Frequently as tfifey leave-tflrss on Friday the first 
^they d& is tb open their joi}rnal& to see what kind of reply I rnade 



to their entrxes. 



iiTirT|anj instruction I do^ hot because studies show^ it improves 
^ Gompasiti OTi but because^wri jters need to know what, a s&ntence looks; 
\ike, and ^ow 1t goes together, /They/don't need to^ know the nanies of 
til the pa^ts^ of speech—someboay has already^tried unsucceisfully " to / 
teach them |anyway=-^but writers/do need to know^ that sentences. are niide 
4 Up of siib|ebts and verbs and prepositional phrases, and. s^ome tarries other 
cYauses--p^^^ a few other things. They need .to know that some of our 
most common 'Prbs have irregular parts^ but they don''t need to settle 
Ini'their rninds once and for all hoiv to tell TJe^ 'from'',lay!.''^What they 
need ta know is that they can find these irregular ve^ib fbrms 1n the . 
dictionary; 
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For grammar Instruction use the mastery learning method. After 
each small unit^ sa^ identification of subjects and verbs, I have a ^ . 

^, short test. If a student achieves 85 percent iTiastery=-for examplej no 
more than three wrong in 20--the unit Is considered completed and the 

\ next one is begun. If a student does not achieve nnastery, we go over . 
the material again in inference, and when the student is ready I re- 
test. Since the units are small, mastery is- generany achieved at this 
point if not earlier, There arOo failures— anDther negati ve-^el imi- 
nated. Working within the conteKt of a non-graded course makes the 

i mastery method possiye, 

I- Integral to my method of grading compositions is the tutorial 
co^nference, which if. a major component of the basic writing classes as 
taught undir the High Potential Students Program at^LS.U, Built Into 
oiur course m a half^hour weekly conference with all of our students* 
You^re thinking that*s either a staggering teaching load or else w6 
don't have very/miny studentsv Wells actually both are true. During 
the regular semlster we teach thrpe classes of fifteen students each* 
The classes are some combination of freshman compand basic writing, 
but all fortyrilyg studer^ts are tutored by us, their teachers. During 

Qur ^irst semester under this load, we found toward the end that we were 

i ' - - - 

getting sick, tired, and barely dragging ourselves into the office In 

the morning. There wasn't enough time for class preparation, various 

administrative duties that we all have, and reading all the papers we 

assigned. But I've, since fownd that after the first week or two I don''t 

need to see my.'studWnts every week. Every, two weeks is just as effec- 
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Next to that discovery, the fiiggest time-saving device I've come 
■- ■- \ ■ ■ 

up with is not reading the papers— not until the studentt come 1n for 

conference, that 1s. Then we reao^them together. I use fh1s method 

of grading for both basic writing and freshman cbmp assays,* In basic 

writing^ these papers are paragraphs , generally afdup a page 1n lengthy 

written on an assigned topic 'and after a model paragraph. The thought 

' and content are original , but the paragraph structure 1s patterned: 

topic sentence^ discussion^ and concluding sentence. 

When the student comes in for tutorial conference, I get out the 

paper, which I haven't yet read, and ask him^or her to read It aloud; 

This gives the student a chancl to tak^ a fresh look fit the .work, making 

. ^ ' ■ J ^ 

any changes desired^ and it gives me the opportunity to think about 

content-structure^ developments continuity^ and the po1nJ:'it makes— 

without the distractior^of misspel led words or comina splices, .Then I 

share my judgments with the student. There is- always something positive 

that can be said about the content. ^^If there is a weakness, say 1n 

development or structure^ I point it out and tell the student we'll .see 

as we go through the paper together how the writing could have been 

strengthened. . ; " ^ - , - 

Then we. start back at the beginning, reading the paper together. 

I tell the student, "Now that we know what it says.!^ let's see how it 

looks on paper J' When we come to an error, I point it-out, explain 

why the usage 1s not correct, and then try to Involve the student 1n ; 

changing it, either suggesting the correct form or choosing between 

alternatives. Sometimes the usage is a question not of correctness but . 

of appropciateness. Then I poin't out that since; wrtting is'at a slightly 
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'more formal level^than casual speech, another^ form would be batter 
The stu^de'nt usually knows what the forni is, and suggests it, Tre- r,^ 
q^^t^y the e^r is brought about simply by the^fact that it's on 
paper, and I>em1nd the student that^writing 1s different frorn spiech- 
that Iri speech we don' t have to spell 5 and we punctuate natural ly, 
with ouf voice level. I ask him or her to listen fpr the drop in voice 
at the end of a sentence' (a period!) and at the moderate drdps within , 
the sentences (commas). : .t^, - ^ ^ 

The explanation is not foolproof and may not help punctuation 
very much,^ but at least the students begin to get the ide.a that there 
is some rational ity .behind the ma^ks we sprinkle our sentendes with 
and that most of t^e time they spealc correct sentences', rremind ^ 
students of how much they know /about grammar i that they knew most ^f 
it he^re they started school/ and that their trouble spots are rela- 
tively few and mainly connected with writing. I never attempt to; change 
or correct their s^ee^ch, I^am their" writing teacher, and if ,1 tfan teach 
them to write well , they' IT speak well too ^^hen they want to. 

After the student and I have gone over the paper together, I 
'■1 - . . ' . ' 

usually ask for a rewrite -with the suggested changes. I have tlie 

oriqlnal returned with the revision, and, I grade the revision , .balancing 

its quality with tha't of the original , ■ This delayed grading, I 'm sure_ 

you. will notice, gets around the sticky task of affixing a grade on th?' 

paper ift the student's presence, which is the hardest part of grading 

papers in conferenoe. "Usuany In the first half of the semester I don't 

'even* grade the papes.^but by mid-semester the students are getting 

anxious to know how.they' re dt^ng , so I begin grading. 
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thr other kind of i/riting baste classes do 4s--eQntrolleds 
'0^ guided, composition. This ty^pe of writing was ariginally deyised 
as a method of teaching Engl isb b% a foreign Tanguage, '-Students are 
given-a model •compo si t1 oris and thdy gither copy 1t eKa^itly or riv/rtte 
it according to certain instructions. Students progress in gradLiated 
steps from siitiple copying to sentence manipulations that approach , 
Lenten fie combining vfith subordination ^ coordjnatl^n ^ and modification, 
The| may change a compos ition written in present tfense, for e)c|mples to 
something that happened a hundred years ago, or instead of the "I" 
pronoun they wil V use ''Mr. Brown*', or "heJ'^ Vm sure you. can see the^ 
possibilities. For the first example^ tense change, all verbs must be 
recognized and given the past ending* In the second exanipli, third- 
person indicative forms come to the fore, not to mention intensive 
practice with pronouns. In this t^pe of writing students do not need 
to think about what^ they are saying but only about how th^y are saying 

It, 

The writing can be begun in class/ or done entirely outside of 

class. I try to grade fhe ^papers the ^ day they^re brought 1n, which can 

be done very efftciently if the students are required to underline eacfr 

change they have m^de. * If the changes" have been made correct.ly, the 

students go on to 4he next step. If not, they sta^ on the same step, 

. . ' ; ' . ^ ■ ; 

either writing anottier composition or rewriting the ^ same one, ^ I ask 

for at least one composition per week^ but many students catch^on to 

the thing and do many more. It's a method of writing ^that 

error-free. It provides practice on t fie forms that give basic writing 



■ ■ . - /■ ■, ^ . 

students thsif iiiost tfon&lej It tsach^s cAmful I^^^o.^f^a4^l1g-"- 
possibly the tnost esseritiel skill of basic w^-i ting, , / ; 

'The cotnpo51tifjg& av-e eltneh correct, aind the stuci6h€ floe& on to tWe 
h6}<t step* thfij^'i^e hot, 'any t'tie. student pMctlcei ;ttie geW step igairi 
But it pfirtnttj students to se§ thftt thay'^e maKlhg pwgV^ss in gaiMng 

Bfatt ,p^u1stdri. and Mary Ns^toh Pr^d^v^if ^^chtnj^ lil^il^ ^vi ll^M 
Unauagi^, C4fnb»-id|6/ M|S5, ■ ^imhrop, 1976; . and Uii4a Ann Kwt arl'd 
Robert 1^, Viscounty WHte He % J§yi, New York: TiacHers Col-lege P^&9sx, 

So th.ts is the- way I eTiiriiriatfi sorne of the negatives b^sic- 
wr^tirig* tn the journals^ I cMt with rny stu^ints aboi^i subject niatt^^** 
In greinniar I ^How tbm t& achieve in^ste^y 1ns,Wad of fatiTgN,: In 
paragraph writing 1 do not pH^$eht the s;tudsnts w.ith ^^h ink^sp^attered 
Papsr but instead compl I'triW-C triein^a content and th^n^ w\th -theni, look 
at errors, ^ Ahd finally I give them the possibility of ^rrof-^f^ee \ 
writing while they Us^ thQ vsry foritis that trouble th^rn ih fffee compo^ 

Most of ^11^ I like niy stiJd^ntSi rost of tharn^ ih tH^ fs^pbi^t '^^^ 
Wf achieve 'in niy office thay k^^w it. ' . , 
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